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(THE FIGURE IN THE STUDIO)

The artist says “no figures in my work, that’s the only rule. Not a rule, a choice”. She laughs. As
if the figure is beneath her, but I believe I know her and she doesn’t think like that.

I admire this artist’s work. Her attitude. But I paint the figure, always the figure. And therefore,
always the figure and the ground. Is that the difference between her and me? I would be perfectly
at peace if it was.

The artist doesn't seem to think her being a woman matters much. Yet her work has been
criticized for not being sensitive enough, too cold. So, I wonder about double standards, would
she have been criticized for that if she were a man?

I often play a game where I imagine a person being a different race, gender, nationality than they
are, while they do and say the same things. I recommend everyone doing it almost as a second
nature. You will learn a lot.

The thing about double standards is that you can never KNOW, but it makes a big difference if
you try to know. Many things are like that I guess.
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(SIMPLIFICATION FOR SAKE OF CLARITY)

All work (always also) speaks about media AND identity.

Straight white male artists’ work are more likely to be discussed in terms of media and
technology.

LGBTQIA+ and/or BIPOC artists’ work are more likely to be discussed in terms of identity.

That’s a bad thing by the way.
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(STAGES OF FEELINGS)

Kate and I are in the car, and the drive is long. We discuss the Kübler-Ross stages of Grief. The
stages of grief are:
Denial
Anger
Bargaining
Depression
Acceptance

Our favorite stage without a doubt is Bargaining. We discuss what the opposites would be. Joy?

The stages of Joy could be:
Euphoria (a form of Denial)
Gratefulness (opposite of Anger)
Planning (you get to work, like Bargaining, but positive)
Happiness (or openness. When you’re depressed you’re shut off. Your senses shut off. You don’t
feel anything, you don’t see anything. Happiness is openness, Happiness is clarity. Joy is clarity.)
Acceptance (Acceptance is acceptance of a new reality, either through grief or through joy)
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(WEIGHT OF WESTERN ART HISTORY)

It's not that Classical European painting represents non-white histories of Ancient Rome and the
Middle East with white figures. I don't mind that. Looking at classical European painting as a
white identity politics project actually feels light and honest. What makes Classical European
painting feel heavy, is that we are now supposed to look at it, as if it were ever racially neutral.

It's not that there is anything inherently wrong with landscapes with canals and polders and
countrysides that prosper and that are built up to have sustainable economies. It's that those were
built using wealth from colonial trade, stolen resources, land, labor and people, that were
exploited to the point of destruction, and we see none of that.

It's not that an influential art historian points out the curious absence of workers on the ships in
the paintings of the Dutch Golden age. It’s that he doesn’t point out all the other absences, and
his book is an instant classic.

It's not that we see white people enjoying bourgeois lifestyles in Paris in modernist, impressionist
and expressionist paintings. It's that it's presented as culturally diverse and cosmopolitan.

It IS that we see people of color as savages, animals, suffering in the wilderness, as opposed to
that.

If we ever do see them.
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In modernist, impressionist and expressionist paintings.

It's not that deviance is called rock and roll. It's that whenever we see something "low"
performed by straight white men, it is suddenly something higher. It’s when the simpler things
are suddenly the finer things, when the animal is suddenly a genius and vice versa.

It's not that the mid 20th century abstract painters despised narrative figuration. It's that they only
despised narrative figuration of their contemporaries, and of non-western traditions. It’s that in
all their anti-figurative radicalism, they never advocated removing a single painting from their
precious museum collections.

It’s not that post-modernists believe that we have reached a point in HUMAN HISTORY where
there are so many points of views that it is impossible to make sense of it all. It’s that they were
taken seriously for it, and it spawned a lot of art.

It’s not that some people long back for the days when “not everything was about race”. I don’t
mind that. It means there really has been some progress.
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(SUPERSTITION)

Image 1.

They are tiny men, called Bakroes. Their height is somewhere between an average person’s knee
and hip. Most of the time they are invisible, but sometimes you can see them. Occasionally,
people do. They are most active in the late afternoon and early evening, when they hang around
bushes and sometimes enter homes. Don't let your kids play outside unsupervised. Some people
master the art of breeding and training them, often for the purpose of stealing. So when someone
in your village suddenly becomes extremely wealthy in a short amount of time, beware and stay
away from them. They are likely to be master of some Bakroes.

It's hard to escape poverty in rural Suriname, but the single fastest way is easily the drug trade.
Especially cocaine. The democratically chosen president is wanted internationally for murder
and drug trafficking, so you'd probably go through him. It's a regulated nationalized industry, and
actual state-owned criminal enterprise. For people in rural Suriname, it doesn't make much
practical difference if someone owns little invisible men or is a drug lord. Both worlds are
equally opaque, vast and dangerous.

Bakroes are a lot like the invisible hand of the free market. They make you forget that it’s people
that shape our world.
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(COMPOSITION)

5 basic compositions

One is the standing figure, but it doesn’t need to be just one. It says, here is someone, and here is
a relation you have to someone. We usually call it a portrait. There is some verticality and a
circular shape, often central. There can be a gaze, but it doesn’t need one.

Two is the horizontal line. It can be an actual horizon, but it doesn’t need to be. It says here is a
space, with gravity. You can enter it, but it is yours anyway, as it exists only in your mind. It has
a special meaning in our utilitarian world where we perceive supposed “empty” environments as
something to use however we like, like we can conquer it. The vertical figure echoes that,
perversely.

Three is the notational composition, or the narrative composition. All forms exist purely to
represent something, if purity is at all possible. A map or a graph, is a great example of a
narrative composition. Or to a large extent the figures in northern renaissance genre paintings
like Bruegels and Bosh, or like in Where’s Waldo.

The fourth is the “liberated” composition. It is the composition that is supposedly “free”, and
“breaks rules”. It’s very pleasing to look at as it exists only through the existence of the former
three. Without the former three, there wouldn’t be a fourth. It is confined in a kind of negative
space, that way.
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Perhaps there is a 5th that avoids all of the above, even the one that avoids the first three, by not
avoiding any of them, but using them actively together. If that makes sense. There is definitely
no sixth.
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(MORE ON COMPOSITION)

6) Add to the five compositions
The “no composition”: a pattern that could repeat infinitely, or a monochrome surface

7) there are also a few “window tropes”:
- the tiny figure in a large space
- the figure looking in the same direction as the viewer
- the peek through some branches or other objects in the foreground

They have in common that they allude to the idea of the painting as a window. We find them a
lot in Romantic painting, postcards and social media travel posts. It lures the viewer in.
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(ORDER)

A geometric pattern is something that can potentially infinitely repeat itself. In real life, we don’t
know of such a thing. Every object is unique, change is the only constant. The geometric pattern
reflects a desire or the idea that an infinitely repeating pattern exists.

Patterns can be very complex, or very simple. If they’re very simple, we call it a grid. Patterns
reflects a harmonious order to the world or a repressive one.

But there is likely no order, only change. We can never know, because in infinite change we can
find an infinite number of patterns but not a single one that lasts. No man steps into the same
river twice said the Greek philosopher Heraclitus who was famously depressed. We sometimes
need to believe in something just to protect ourselves.
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(POSITIVITY)

The mind doesn’t know negative.

That means, you can’t not think of a white polar bear. Do not think of a white polar bear.

In the same way, we can never know what we don’t know.

That’s why you should say what is, not what isn’t. Unless there is a lie that needs to be
acknowledged as a lie, but keep denial short.

I think this is a better version of “the power of positivity.”
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(AGAINST SOMETHING)

Can a painting truly reject something...

Can you paint the thing that you are against
Or is the painting always an homage?

What if I paint the thing “ugly”? Is a print an homage? A movie? Saying a word? Perhaps the
value is always the degree to which you are dedicating resources. Can there truly be ugliness in a
painting?

How to paint more than only the things you are for? Or do you need to?

In a world of conflict there are at least two sides, but probably many. In fact, you are always
painting one side of an argument. You can at least paint the thing you’re FOR, within the
conflict.
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(BODY IMAGE)

I see my reflection in the car window as I put a letter in the mail box. I look angry, but I’m only
just thinking some work thing through, a painting problem. I remember the various times in The
Netherlands at music festivals and parties, especially in the more rural parts of the country, that
strangers came up to me to tell me I should smile. I never thought much of it then, but times do
change. My hair and eyebrows are thick and black. I stick my tongue out and look at my
reflection. Like Einstein. I remember when I had a mustache. It was thick like Sacha Baron
Cohen's character, Borat. With my big unkempt hair and thick eyebrows combined I basically
had a lot of hair on my face. I liked how that looked, beastly. But after the first jokey responses
people always remained a little nervous around me. Giggly. Which made me feel like I didn’t
know them anymore. Or maybe I knew them better. Either way, I didn't like it. I decided that the
presence of so much hair on my face – yet without beard - was unsettling. Like my face was
upside down on my head. So I shaved it off.

Image 2.
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(KATE ID)

Kate does standup. Less than a year ago, I was away for work and one evening she went to an
open mic. She hasn’t stopped doing it since. She gets invited to perform at places and gets paid a
little bit sometimes. I think she is the funniest person in the world, we laugh a lot at home, but
I've never liked stand up comedy. I don’t like the format, the medium. I think the best jokes are
made in conversation, through a back and forth. So I never laugh at any of her standup jokes
when she tries them out on me. Instead, we just analyze and pick them apart. Which in a way is
way more fun. Jokes become little projects. Most sets are five minutes. Sometimes seven or ten.
She has a bunch of “bits” that she arranges in different orders for different sets, depending on
what she thinks the audience is. She can arrange and improvise on the go too. She has a “spider
map” of her material. Which is a map laying out which bit can follow which bit, and then where
she can go next. It allows her to improvise on the structure of her set. She also has a little
gimmick with haikus written on notes, accompanied with a bell. She can always do this in case
she can’t remember what to do. And the haikus are some of her best material, so she does them
anyway most of the time. She is blond and feminine. Her material is very writing focused, and
often intricately structured. It's introverted, as if you're listening to an inner monologue. She also
doesn’t have a theater background, nor is she a trained performer, which makes her performance
a little stiff and awkward by comparison to others. Yet she found out that letting her nervousness show, actually helps her get more laughs. Her stage persona wins hearts easily.
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(PERSON IS A PERSON)

The phrase
a person is a person is through other persons

works on many levels

I've organized them into three:

1. We exist by comparison.

2. We follow examples.

3. We are not only how we see ourselves but also how others see us.

That last one is perhaps the hardest thing to accept.
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(ABOUT BICYCLES)

A bicycle is a symbol of invention and human ingenuity, in all the best ways.

Riding a bike with no hands is good for your sense of balance and awareness. It is very
meditative.

A bike is made up of two circles. Circles are very unique shapes in nature. They stand out. They
are cosmic and planetary and they are the irises that make a gaze.

The archetypical bike doesn’t distinguish between surface and line. The line is the surface and
the surfaces are lines. In that way it speaks some painterly truth.

The spokes of a bike, when the wheel is turning, become a transparent surfaces to our eye.
Which I’m sure you already knew that but perhaps the last time you thought of it as interesting
was when you were little.

Bikes are stereotypically Dutch.
Bikes are stereotypically Asian.

It depends on who you’re asking.

In some places bikes are associated purely with leisure, not with any idea of efficiency. There,
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it’s considered more efficient to drive in a car to a job and back, then go for a run or a bike ride
to get your exercise when you get home.

A bike is somewhere in between a costume and a vessel. Even though it’s technically the latter.
A parked bike on it’s own has the same quality as a piece of clothing on a hanger or an empty
chair. There are tons of paintings of the sort for some reason, and a few of bicycles (and cars) in
that way.

Wheelies are underrated. More people should know how to do wheelies on bicycles. In
cosmopolitan urban hubs like NYC, London and Berlin, bicycles have become somewhat part of
hipster culture, as many things old and white have. Yet we would never see a hipster try a
wheelie much.

Once or twice in my life, people have told me somewhat surprised: you are a hipster! As if they
found out my secret. That’s pretty interesting to me.

I can ride a bicycle without using my hands, while texting and making 90 degree turns, but I
have never been able to do wheelies.

A bicycle from the side looks like a pair of binoculars.
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(CLUB TROPICAL)

The canvas is 60x40 inches, and the surface is cotton with transparent gesso, so it’s more beige
than bright white. I start out by making one horizontal line all across the surface, in the lower
half. I like the low horizontal line on the already very horizontal aspect ratio, as it reminds me of
traditional Dutch landscape painting with the big skies, yet I decide to not make it an actual
horizon, but rather two spaces.

In the top space, I start to paint various images of myself on bicycles, on a checkered floor with
light beams flashing in front. I imagine that can give a beautiful play of interacting angles, circles
and exchanges of glances. The bottom space will be a group of forest ghosts, gazing at the
viewer or maybe away from the viewer as they are transluscent. I like the idea of their gaze being
ambiguous that way. I spend a lot of time sketching the lines of these shapes on the canvas with
thin paint, until the composition and the space feel balanced. I love cycling, and I used to love
going to nightclubs, festivals and concerts, before I became sober.

The top part is a mess, the bottom part seems pretty clear the way it is now. I build up the surface
with transparent layers slowly over the course of days: bikes, checkered floor, my pseudo self
portraits, some speakers and tobacco leaves, until it’s dark enough, knowing that I will later
make the highlights in the beams with light-color opaque paint. I love that the bicycles, beams,
and checkered floor are all translucent, creating a sense of ambiguity about what is in front and
behind. Yet, for contrast and clarity, I decide to make them opaque in the beams, as if two
different worlds symbolically. In a sense, now there are three worlds in this painting.
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I decide to leave the ghost of my bottom part unpainted and have the color of the canvas. In that
way they can be both light and translucent, depending on how you choose to look at it.

Since the bottom part of the painting represents some sort of haunted wilderness, and the figures
are rendered more as icons rather than actual people, I want to exclude as much as possible the
possibility of the figures in the bottom to be read as brown people. That would intentionally or
unintentionally perpetuate a colonial gaze of white being “civilized” and brown being in a
“primitive state”. I believe sensitivity is important, and that includes sensitivity to race and
identity, and knowledge of art historical frames. I want multiple reads to be possible but there are
certain reads I want to not have possible. What do I perpetuate, what do I leave behind.

Image 3.
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(HOLSTEIN)

The Holstein is an American cow bred from the Dutch Holstein-Frisian since the late 1800’s. It
is the most efficient milk giving cow to date.

In the Netherlands, milk cow farmers are under economic pressure to replace their various cow
breeds with Holsteins to produce as much milk as possible while adhering to environmental
quota. At the same time, Dutch plurality of cow breeds is considered something of cultural
heritage that needs to be maintained and subsidized. The various Dutch breeds are considered an
iconic part of the landscape. There’s a worry that only having only black and white Holsteins
will ruin the look of the landscape, in an ironic twist of reverse colonization, or cowgentrification.

In Suriname, the dairy farmers are said to be tall and lanky because of the Holsteins milk. The
cow milk farmers do tend to be tall and lanky, even though there is no scientific evidence that
supports the theory. I like how that story blurs the line between man and beast, when in this case
the “beast” has already blurred the line between natural and artificial. It’s like the Surinamese
dairy farmers themselves are bred.

There’s a painting of cow peeing by the Dutch painter Paulus Potter.
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(GARDEN SPIRIT)

The canvas is 64x40 inches, standing up straight. It’s pretty tall so I decide to think of it as two
spaces, one above the other. In my last painting, I had some translucent ghost-like figures so I
decide to go with that. I decide it will have a relation of figures similar to Edward Munch's the
Scream, with one lonely figure staring back at the viewer while people in the back are unaware.
Yet instead of the ghost being in the wilderness, it’ll be in a garden.

I make him life-size. I draw a rough outline of the figure and some plants. The plants are tobacco
and hydrangeas, and a mix of tropical and seasonal plants that I don’t know the name of but have
photos of on my phone. The first layer is transparent yellow, the second is transparent blue which
makes green if on top of yellow, then red, then blue again. I love how they create new edges and
surfaces, as each glaze goes in and out of covering the previous ones. Every layer takes a day to
dry. When I come back to the studio each next day, the edges have slightly softened, as oil dries
slowly and in the meantime keeps moving and spreading. I like that the first lines and outline of
the leaves show the quick execution of their shape, while at the same time the extremely slow
process of oil glazing is projected over it like a filter, making it distant, a memory.

I’m happy with how the plants look. I decide to leave them the way they are for now and
determine the rest of the painting in relation to them. In the top space, I paint a scene of me, my
mother and my brother in space that’s a combination of my own living room now and my
mothers’. I pick up a small brush, a detail to the figures and dotted textures to the furniture and
floor till I have a light that I like.
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Part of the top space is a glass wall, and - just like the ghost figure - supposed to be translucent.
Since the garden plants are already painted in actual transparent paint, I use thick opaque paint
for the ghost and the window. Eliminating detail in the window, and adding lines and shapes of
leaves and stone behind the ghost figure to suggest it’s transparent. I make it green to suggest it’s
connection to nature, yet I don’t use actual green for the garden that it’s a part of making it stand
out even more.

There are many ghost stories and superstitious beliefs in Suriname. One that I remember vividly
is of a light bright lonely figure in the dark night forest, often unnaturally tall. I’ve always
identified with that one. The other is of small mischievous invisible men that effortlessly move
between worlds, spiritual and tangible, natural and man-made. I like to think of them crossing
cultural boundaries as well.
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Image 4.
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(ABOUT WATER)

Experiences of diaspora and relocation are often talked about in the sense of having an empty
center, something missing. Water is often used as a metaphor for this sort of nothingness, this inbetween space.

Yet from a painterly perspective,
water is not nothingness,
water is all things

It’s all things a surface can be:

Transparent
Opaque
Reflective
Pattern

It can have all colors, all shapes.

It can be still and in motion. It can be rain, mist, snow, ripple, foam, bubbles, puddle, aquarium.

Water is all things, not nothing.
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(ON TRANSPARENCY)

Joseph Albers talks about two kinds of transparency: film and volume.

Volume being for example a body of water where the color shifts depending on how deep the
pool is, film being for example a shadow on a surface.

I’m confused about the film, as it’s not really clear to me why the shadow is the film and not the
light part of the surface. They are both films perhaps. They are both transparent films, and we
never see any “true” opacity. What we call opaque, is just a kind of film. And all the things we
call transparent in the everyday use of the word, are “volumes”: a piece of glass, a color of the
sky.

But more importantly, I believe there is another kind of transparency, the porous transparency.
Which you can subdivide in two:
- the swarm
- the fabric

A swarm is a flock of birds, falling snow or fall leaves, bugs, dust. Or even grass through which
we see the soil. A fabric is a veil, a net, a fence, tree branches.

I find it incredibly beautiful to look at the world as if everything is transparent, and all we see is
just different kinds of transparencies, and that opacity is subjective.
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(ON NUCLEAR PHYSICS)

An atom is built of a central core called nucleus, and then a handful of smaller parts circling
around it like moons around a planet. If an atom is the size of Central Park then the nucleus
would be the size of a soccer ball.

This means
that every object built out of atoms
(which means everything)
is mostly space, not matter.

Why then, does light bounce of surfaces, instead of going through them?

The answer – apparently - is energy. Empty space is filled with energy. And energy is basically
what we see, as that is what bounces the light back. We ourselves are made of mostly energy and
vibrations, quite literally. There is proof now of parallel universes. There’s proof that the very act
of perceiving something, changes it. In other words no, if a tree falls in the woods and there is no
one there to hear it, it might actually not make a sound. According to science.
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(STEREOTYPES)

A cliche effectively points at something.

It also effectively points from a place:
Here, we know this is a cliche
There, they don’t

Same with stereotypes. They exist between communities of people.

This
Is what we know
About them

They (sometimes)
also know
that we know this about them.

It bridges a gap. It is the gap.
It points from a place,
but can be reflected back,
speaking about the place that it came from.
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(MIXED RACE)

Race is only a costume that exists in people's minds.

More so, it exists in the eye of the beholder.

Part of my experience as a mixed race person
is that people make their best guess
or consider me to be whatever is convenient for them.
Especially when we’re talking about race.

When people talk about my race
to me
I learn as much about them.
Or the place they’re from.

I have been white, pink, yellow, brown,
Dutch, American, Surinamese, Caribbean, white, Asian, Indonesian, Javanese.

I’m invisible, and a mirror.
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(AUTHOR/BRAND)

The artist says they use cliches, because cliches effectively point at something.

I would say that stops being true the second they say it out loud. Then it points at the artist, but
whatever.

The person who designed the
I heart NY logo
Says that branding is the process of creating affection.

(That logo was apparently revolutionary in using the heart icon as verb, which is pretty
interesting if it all true)

“It makes you feel affection towards the entity that produced the brand”, he says.

Perhaps using a cliché does the same.

The audience knows it’s a cliché and knows that the artist knows it’s a cliché, and we know
which side we’re on.
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(THE SENSATION OF MEMORY)

The first time I visited Suriname after we had moved, the humidity and heat hit me in my whole
body the second I got off the plane. It felt like Home entering me, except I had never realized it
had left.

The second time I visited Suriname I had forgotten about that first time and it hit me again in the
same way, but the memory of it hitting me the first time also came back. It was the same AND
different.

The third time, I was looking forward to it. I was reminiscing the previous two times of getting
off the plane and feeling the heat and air and smelling the forest, before we landed. But most of
what I felt was just the memory of the first two times.

There was never a place I felt that sensation more, and more often than the Summer of the year I
lived in Baltimore, Maryland. The heat and humidity was tropical everyday. I never had AC in
Suriname. In Baltimore, my building had AC. Every time I walked out of it, I was Home, again
and again.
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(MULTIPLICITY)

The minority experience as a positive is still the more radical narrative. Minorities as “a
problem”, being a problem, having one or bringing one, is the majority story. It comforts
whiteness. When I suffer from my non-whiteness, people can relate. It will be applauded as
meaningful. See: Minorities are a problem, even for themselves! Save them.

So that’s not a story I want to tell. Although I do want there to be room for compassion and
imperfection in my work.

I look at ethnicity and race, more like how we look at language. A person is multilingual, not
semi-lingual. Growing up in Surinam, people weren’t talked about as half this or a quarter that.
You were all the things you are, fully. We don’t do math. I think there’s incredible value in that
perspective.

When I say I’m Dutch, American and Surinamese, and I am all three, and all of a sudden I don’t
have a problem. I’m not “in between”.

At the same time, I have something to live up to. Learn a language or two.

As an artist, it’s the more interesting position to work from too. Who am I talking two? What’s
the relation between my communities?
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Image 5.
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(A DIFFERENT WAY OF LOOKING AT COLOR)

White and black first. Dark and light.
Hues second, but shaped like a butterfly or a bow tie
Red
Yellow
Brown

Green
Purple

Blue
Grey

Red and Blue are opposites
Purple makes Red and Blue come full circle
Brown Purple and Green are temperate middles, three of them
Red and Yellow are warm
Blue and Grey are cold

White is the most Salient
Then Red, then Yellow, then Brown/Pruple/Green, then Blue, then Grey
Black is the least Salient
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(BELOW THE SURFACE)

Salience is the most important visual property of a surface, but more salience isn’t “better”.
If a color is more salient, it pushes the surface texture to the background. When a color is less
salient, we look at the surface texture more.

The Ancient Romans didn’t even name the color Blue, they hardly used the word Green, but they
talked about Blue and Green things. They had many words for the sea, and had a different word
for describing foliage that was hit by light from the back or from the front.

There is really no need to for a distinction between color and surface, when you think about
salience.

The strict distinction between surface and color is a thing of languages of the industrialized
world. Perhaps it has to do with Isaac Newton’s study of light, perhaps his research came from
looking at things like that. But focusing on salience, and not so much on color, feels to me as
being more in touch with what I’m actually seeing. Color and surface become the same thing.
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Image 6.
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Image 7.
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Image 8.
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Image 9.
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Image 10.
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